Mary Boykin Chestnut (née Miller) lived in South Carolina. She was married to lawyer and politician James Chestnut--the same James Chestnut who rowed across Charleston Harbor to deliver an ultimatum to U.S. Army Major Robert Anderson, the officer in charge of Fort Sumter. Her work represents the experiences and attitudes of the Confederate planter-elite from February 18, 1861 to June 26, 1865--the entire time period of the American Civil War. Her nearness to the political and social centers of power in the Confederacy gave her a unique point of view. Her husband was an aide to President Jefferson Davis and, although circumstances required them to change residences often, she continued to entertain most of the historically prominent people in the South.
Chestnut was aware of the importance of what she witnessed. Because of this, she did not publish her diary until 1905. She edited it and wrote newer versions from the period 1881-1884. Her revisions managed to retain the freshness of unfolding events and capture the growing difficulties of all classes in the South as the end of the war grew nearer. She was raised in a political family and married into one. Her awareness, and intelligence helped her analyze Southern society during the years of the war, especially the roles of women, men, and slavery. One of the most famous quotes from her diary concerns this relationship explicitly:
But what do you say to this--to a magnate who runs a hideous black harem with its consequences, under the same roof with his lovely white wife and his beautiful and accomplished daughters? He holds his head high and poses as the model of all human virtues to these poor women whom God and the laws have given him.
Purchasing a copy of this work seems fairly easy, but nothing could be further from the truth. I usually buy my books from amazon.com and use amazonsmile to give to the Civil War Trust. However, this is NOT a plug for any company. Abebooks, Harvard University Press, Audible, etc., all are sources for the books discussed below.
The original version of the diary published in 1905 is heavily edited and abridged, apparently under the guidance of the author herself. Chestnut entrusted the publication of her efforts to her friend Isabella D. Martin, who had no literary experience. It is currently available online as a part of the UNC-CH database "Documenting the American South." [http://docsouth.unc.edu/southlit/chesnut/menu.html]. It can be purchased from amazon in a variety of formats from $0.99 to $43.16. Reviews are mixed, and this is the edition referred to by Kenneth S. Lyon when he refers to her work as a "hoax," and a "fabrication" in his review of a later edition. In 1949, an expanded version of the original Diary, edited by novelist Ben Williams, was released. It is available from amazon as well, in a variety of formats and prices. It is difficult to tell exactly what one is receiving from the way this version is presented. It is allegedly more readable, although the original is certainly not difficult to read. Abebooks also carries this version, as well as many others.
Up until C. Vann Woodward's 1981 Pulitzer edition, all the varieties of Chestnut's Diary seem a little ephemeral, with listings of lunch menus, etc. Woodward changed the title to Mary Chestnut's Civil War and included a thorough introduction that discusses the evolution of the original diary, and the issues that have been brought forth by its existence. The diary itself is significantly more complete and Woodward's historical work adds a much-appreciated dose of time and place. This is the edition that won the Pulitzer and is my recommendation for purchase if there is to be only one copy of the diary on your bookshelf. In 2011 the Pelican Publishing Company issued a two-volume set called Mary Chestnut's Diary from Dixie. Isabella D. Martin and Myrta Lockett Avary edited it using the 1880 manuscript version. This is the only edition to have the imprint of Mulberry Plantation, the main plantation of the Chestnut family and now a National Historic Landmark. Volume I is the diary itself, but Volume II, Mary Chestnut's Civil War Photograph Album, is a new addition to the copious Chestnut oeuvre. In the Diary, Mary mentions her photograph albums several times. It is one of these albums to which she refers when a young cousin looks through it and finds a carte de visite of Union President
